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How NC failed to monitor 
agency’s use of public funds 


BY FRED CLASEN-KELLY, 
CASSIE COPE 
AND MICHAEL GORDON 


frkelly@charlotteobserver.com 


Long before Cardinal In- 
novations came under scrutiny 
this year for using taxpayer 
money for high-priced parties 
and retreats, chartered flights 
and pay bonuses, North Car- 
olina officials had been warned 
that they needed to look into 
spending at the agency. 

A 2012 audit recommended 


that the state Department of 
Health and Human Services 
thoroughly examine finances at 
Cardinal and other managed 
care organizations in North 
Carolina that receive hundreds 
of millions of dollars a year to 
coordinate Medicaid services for 
people with physical disabilities, 
mental health issues and drug 
addiction. 

But DHHS - which oversees 
Medicaid spending in North 
Carolina - took no significant 
steps to address investigators’ 


concerns, State 
Auditor Beth 
Wood told The 
Charlotte Obser- 
ver. 

The inaction, 
Wood said, paved 
the way for Car- 
dinal to boost its 
CEO’s pay to 
$635,000 - about three times 
higher than the state limit - and 
hand out more than $4 million 
in bonuses to employees. 

“Nobody (was) monitoring 
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our tax dollars,” she said. 

Now, Cardinal and six other 
managed care organizations 
across the state face a year-long 
investigation. State auditors 
plan to examine how they spend 
money and whether clients 
received the care they needed - 
the same issues DHHS was 
urged to look into five years ago. 

State lawmakers, government 
administrators and health ex- 
perts told the Observer insuffi- 
cient oversight dated at least as 
far back as the administration of 
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former Democratic Gov. Bev 
Perdue, who took office in 
2009, and continued under 
GOP Gov. Pat McCrory. 

DHHS leadership changed 
under Democratic Gov. Roy 
Cooper and the agency head 
says actions taken over the past 
year have held Cardinal ac- 
countable. 


SEE CARDINAL, 10A 


US motto 
installed 
in county 
building 


BY MARTHA QUILLIN 
mquillin@newsobserver.com 


SMITHFIELD 

A new message went up in the 
Johnston County Courthouse 
last week, gleaming golden 
letters on a prominent interior 
transom proclaiming, “IN GOD 
WE TRUST.” 

The phrase was installed 
Wednesday at the request of a 
private North Carolina-based 
group called the US Motto Ac- 
tion Committee, launched in 
2002 to encourage city and 
county governments to add the 
national motto to public build- 
ings. 

The group says the display 
expresses confidence in Amer- 
ican society. But some human- 
ists say it’s unnecessary in a 
modern courthouse and exclu- 
sionary to some non-Christians. 

Johnston County Manager 
Rick Hester said county officials 
got a letter a couple of months 
ago from Rick Lanier, co-foun- 
der and vice chairman of the US 
Motto Action Committee, 
urging the county’s board of 
commissioners to take up the 
issue. Lanier, a member of the 
Davidson County Board of 
Commissioners from 1998 to 
2002, persuaded his county to 
install the motto on the outside 
of its government center to 
mark the first anniversary of the 
9/11 terrorist attacks. 

Hester said that after receiv- 
ing the letter, Johnston County 
Board of Commissioners Chair- 
man Jeff Carver asked him to 
see whether the phrase already 
appeared anywhere on the 
county’s courthouse. It did not. 

So at a December meeting of 
the board, Carver proposed 
adding the motto. Hester said 
commissioners approved the 
idea by unanimous vote. 


MOTTO’S HISTORY 

According to the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury, the 
phrase “In God We Trust” has 
appeared on U.S. coins since the 
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Weighing environmental impact 
of real vs. artificial holiday trees 


RION SANDERS AP 


Rene Murray of Great Falls, Montana, looks over her vintage aluminum Christmas tree, which was an early Christmas gift this year from 
her daughter. Murray has wanted to have an aluminum tree ever since she first saw one when she was 10 years old. 


BY JESSICA ROY 
Los Angeles Times 


he question: Is a real 
Christmas tree better 
for the environment 
than a fake one? 
The answer: It depends on 
your plans for the future. 
Every year, 95 million fam- 
ilies in America put up a Christ- 
mas tree. Deciding whether to 
go with the real thing or an 
artificial version involves lots of 
factors. Some people don’t think 
it’s really Christmas unless their 
living room has that “real tree” 
smell. Others would rather have 
Santa trap them in the chimney 
than spend the season sweeping 
up pine needles and crawling 
under the tree to refill the 
water. 
In other words, environ- 
mental considerations are 
probably low on most people’s 
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A Christmas tree survey this year by Nielsen found that 81 percent 
of Americans have artificial trees while 19 percent have real trees. 


lists. 

But it’s something that 
Christmas tree growers and 
manufacturers think about. 


Their industry trade group, the 
American Christmas Tree 
Association, commissioned a 
study of the lifetime envi- 


ronmental impact of both real 
and artificial trees. (Calling 
them “fake trees” is something 
of a faux pas in the Christmas 
tree industry.) 

In both cases, there are 
costs, according to the 2010 
report. 

To grow real Christmas trees, 
you need dirt, water, pesticide, 
herbicide and fungicide. Then 
you need gasoline to harvest 
and transport them, as well as 
the human labor to do all of 
that. (Some tree farms also 
spray the trees with colorant to 
maintain the vibrant greenery.) 

There’s a common mis- 
conception about where real 
trees come from. 

Lynn Wunderlich, who works 
with Christmas tree farmers in 
her role as farm adviser for the 
University of California Cooper- 
ative Extension, said many 
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